2009, for example, he eviscerated those critics who judged Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) to be 'the best work of American Fiction of the Last 25 Years'. 6 The issue at stake was not the quality of the novel but its subject matter. For Michaels, Morrison's focus on the historical roots of 'a nation divided by race and racism' was problematic because 'we're effectively being told that our problem is lingering racism -not burgeoning capitalism. And when Morrison wins the Nobel Prize and Obama becomes president, we're being reassured that we are headed in the right direction, even if we're not there yet '. 7 Within the US, then, controversy arises when sections of the left-liberal commentariat argue not merely that 'multiculturalism and anti-racism' have been harnessed to 'a pro-capitalist agenda', but that 'demands for racial justice now function as mere covers for maintaining class inequalities '. 8 In the UK, however, the complaint is often exactly the reverse: the assumption to be challenged by many recent commentators is that 'it's class, not race, that is the true battle to be fought in Britain'. 9 For blogger and journalist Reni Eddo-Lodge, for example, the issue is both empirical -'we should be rethinking the image . . . of a working-class person' from 'a white man in a flat cap' to 'a black woman pushing a pram' -and ideological. For her, racism transcends particular class positions: 'I don't think that any amount of class privilege, money or education can shield you from racism.' 10 How do we account for the difference in perspective between EddoLodge and Michaels? Is it due to race (Michaels is white, Eddo-Lodge black) or generation (she was born in 1989, he in 1948), or to the historical (and intellectual historical) differences between the US and the UK? And is it significant that, while Michaels is largely uninterested in British views on these issues, Eddo-Lodge has acknowledged that she looks to the US as the source of 'some of the best writing on race'? 11 I raise these large questions not because I hope to resolve them here, but to suggest that the stark terms in which they are often posed today can prove unhelpful when approaching the work of writers whose understanding of the relationship between race and class emerges from different contexts and frameworks. One such writer is Caryl Phillips.
As his various paratextual biographies tell us, Phillips was born in the West Indian island of St Kitts in 1958. When he was a baby his parents moved to England, and he grew up in Leeds before moving to Oxford to study for a degree in English. Since 1990 he has primarily lived in the United States, and he is currently Professor of English at Yale University. While Phillips is sometimes claimed (for example, by one of the Norton anthologies) as a contributor to 'African American literature', most critics read his books 'both as products and as philosophies of migration'.
12 And yet Rebecca Walkowitz's formula, 'migrant writer', is ultimately less helpful than her other, more specific, designation for Phillips: 'a CaribbeanBritish-U.S. writer'. Talk of migrancy, in other words, only really becomes meaningful when its narrative shape is considered -as Stuart Hall put it, 'instead of asking what are people's roots, we ought to think about what are their routes'.
13 In Phillips's case, the narrative started in the Caribbean and is currently unfolding in the United States, but Britain was the place of his Bildung. He has said as much himself: 'the things that made me want to be a writer come very, very specifically from growing up in this country'. 14 It is that formative experience, a question of when as well as where, that, I would argue, serves to distinguish his writing from that of his American contemporaries and accounts for his particular take on questions of race and class.
The Shifting Emphasis
In 1995, when asked by an American academic about his habit of writing 'first-person narratives of white women', Phillips responded: 'Linking questions of class and gender with the whole question of race has always been important to me. The defining characteristic of my childhood was the shifting emphasis of my identity: being working-class black some days, black working class others. Those sorts of questions are much clearer in Britain, I suspect.' 15 While it is tempting to consider Phillips's talk of shifting emphasis through the lens of what the American legal theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw has termed 'intersectionality', that term does not really do justice to Phillips's understanding of 'unstable points of identification or suture'. 16 The phrase is Stuart Hall's, and emerges from his understanding of identity as 'made' within particular 'discourses of history and culture. Not an essence but a positioning.' 17 Insisting on a 'non-reductive approach to questions concerning the interrelationship between class and race', Hall consistently challenged the notion of 'a single and exclusive determining' factor; rather, 'race is the modality in which class is lived', and 'the medium in which class relations are experienced'. 18 For Phillips, and his characters, the reverse is also true: class is the modality in which race, and race relations, are experienced and articulated. Phillips 21 'equity of opportunity . . . is determined by race and class and gender', and, he acknowledged in a 2011 essay on Islamophobia, religion (CME, p. 12).
Phillips's belief that 'race [is] linked to class', and much more, can itself be understood as emerging from particular personal contexts which, as Hall would say, 'have histories' and 'undergo constant transformation': these include his parents' migration from St Kitts and reception in Britain; his own experience of growing up 'working class' in Leeds in the 1960s and 1970s, and meeting 'posh kids' at grammar school and then even posher ones at Oxford University. 22 But another factor in the story is his encounter with the work of Stuart Hall. Phillips first came across Hall's work while an undergraduate, and during his final year (1978-9), when he briefly contemplated taking the 'academic high road' of graduate study, Hall was 'the only person' he considered working with. 23 Although he soon changed his mind, opting instead to follow 'the low road toward a career as a writer', Phillips has retained an interest in Hall's ideas and, to a certain extent, has fashioned himself as a cultural critic in the tradition forged by Hall 25 Phillips often identifies himself as 'somebody who came of age in the years of Thatcher'. 26 He graduated in June 1979, the month that she took office, and in 1987, after Thatcher's third election victory, he decided to leave Britain -'I'd spent all of my twenties living in a country in which I'd . . . been on the losing side three times'. 27 Phillips initially sought 'a period of disengagement', both from Britain and from the 'clamouring' he felt 'for an articulate second generation who were not throwing bricks' and who could explain 'why these truculent Caribbean youths were fighting the police'.
28 But during the 1990s, once settled in the United States and relieved of the 'pressure . . . to be a kind of "rent-a-quote"', Phillips began to 'feel the necessity to engage with Britain', and in particular with the legacies of Thatcherism. 29 Much of his fiction, as well as his essays, directly addresses the enduring consequences of Thatcher's attempt to 'invoke a racially constructed sense of Britain' (NWO, pp. 277-8) as well as challenging the 'profound historical forgetfulness' which that sense of Britain relied upon. If the politics of the 1980s gave Phillips's fiction what he said Richard Wright's Native Son had -'a deeply felt sense of social indignation' -that feeling has tended to emerge less through highly wrought scenes of violence (Wright's mode) than through restrained and melancholy narratives that rely on ironic juxtaposition and the traditional realist work of 'social observation, description of human types, and types of interaction, the classification of those types'. 34 Phillips presents this work as happening continually within, and between, races, classes, genders and nations. In A Distant Shore, for example, Gabriel finds it difficult to determine whether Denise, a white schoolgirl who helps him, 'is typical of all English girls', or to recognise Mike, an Irishman, as being 'from another country': 'at home it was relatively simple to distinguish a man of a different tribe or region, but among these people I was lost' (DS, pp. 185, 273). The emphasis is always on perspective, but Phillips is concerned with how a change in position affects both the looked-at and the looker. In other words, he encourages readers to think about what it might be like for Bert Williams to arrive in Florida and find his family 'viewed' completely differently -they are no longer 'West Indian people who have come to America . . . keen to work' but 'simply Negroes' 35 -but also to consider how English 'ways' appear 'to Gabriel's eyes' (DS, pp. 273, 163). This is not a simple demand for empathy, however; rather, the novel asks that we consider Gabriel both as a 'a practical reader of . . . Englishness' and as a novelist manqué.
36 In Phillips's most recent novel, A View of the Empire at Sunset (2018), the migrant learning the 'rules', Gwen Williams, is, in fact, a writer: Jean Rhys was her pen name. While men frequently cast 'their eyes over her', the novel is 32 CME , p. 37 Phillips's Gwen is a social observer, describer, and classifier par excellence: 'She looked at the overstarched collar of the waiter's white shirt and could see that one tip had escaped from beneath the lapel of his jacket and was turned upwards like a small pyramid'; 'she noticed the elderly couple at the next table . . . lean into each other as they began to dance' and 'guessed that their embrace marked the end of a day of labour on some market stall, a day that had most likely commenced before dawn in the darkness of a noisy London back street'; 'it is only now that she notices that the man has a breadcrumb lodged in his moustache, which has the effect of making him appear foolish, but she understands that it would not be politic of her to alert him to this fact' (VES, pp. 166, 180, 161) .
If adapting to a new social position means having to 'learn a role' -and this is made explicit in the case of Gwen and Bert, both of whom go on the stage -then learning the role requires just this particular attention to the smallest of details (DD, p. 25). Phillips has an almost Victorian fascination with the minutely rendered markers of distinction, the accents and affiliations, the material bits and pieces, that give individual actions wider social resonance. The opening scene of his early play Strange Fruit (1980), for instance, begins with a virtuoso description of the front room of terraced house somewhere in England. We don't know which of 'England's inner city areas' the house is in, but we do know exactly what's on the sideboard: 'a brightly crotcheted coverlet, a large plastic punchbowl and ladle, a yellow vase containing plastic flowers, and a box of paper tissues'.
38 Details like this place people: for example, the relief teacher in A Distant Shore with his 'strangely-creased shirt [that] is clearly package-fresh' and, the 'biggest give-away', his 'emaciated and concave' briefcase (DS, p. 216); or the schoolboy in The Lost Child (2015), wearing 'circular wire-frame glasses that are recognisable as health service handouts'. 39 It is when such tokens are not recognisable that one feels 'marooned' (VES, p. 74).
40 I've already mentioned Gabriel's difficulty in understanding the habits of another country ('it did continue to confuse me why so many newspapers in England displayed little more than pictures of women in their underwear': DS, p. 284), but the habits of another class can be equally opaque. In The Lost Child, for example, white, northern, working-class Monica finds everything at Oxford University 'perplexing' and 'vexing to cope with, be it making 37 40 'As a reader and a writer', Phillips notes, 'I have found myself returning time and time again to consider those who have suddenly realised themselves to be marooned' (CME, p. 137). friends or simply handling the heavy silver knives and forks in the college dining hall' (LC, pp. 36, 78). This is a version of a scene that appears in many memoirs of Oxbridge initiation. Raymond Williams, for example, became particularly aware of 'the class stamp of Trinity [College, Cambridge]' while dining 'in Hall', and recalled that, while he 'was not oppressed by the university . . . the teashop, acting as if it were one of the older and more respectable departments, was a different matter'. 41 And what better insight could Stuart Hall have asked for into the way that race functioned as a 'medium' of class relations at Merton College, Oxford, than his 'first dinner' of 'white fish on a white plate with boiled potatoes and cauliflower in a white sauce!'? 42 Phillips is often drawn to moments like this, in which the smallest things reveal 'the friction point of two cultures'. 43 From Here to There
The term 'friction point' comes from a book by another Leeds authorand Stuart Hall's precursor as director of the CCCS -Richard Hoggart. Hoggart recalled Hall warmly, although 'he was a Marxist and I a centre socialist'. 44 But the distinction was methodological as much as political. Both Hoggart and Hall began their careers as literary critics, but while Hoggart continued to believe that 'the methods of literary analysis' could be 'applied' to all aspects of social and cultural life, 45 during the 1970s Hall, and the CCCS, turned decisively away from what Hall called 'culturalism' towards structuralism. Culturalism focused on experience: 'the terrain of "the lived" -where consciousness and conditions intersected'. Structuralism, however, insisted that 'one could only "live" and experience one's conditions in and through the categories, classifications and frameworks of the culture'. 46 It hardly needs saying that Phillips's 'character-driven' fiction and non-fiction are deeply invested in the cultural terrain of the lived. While informed by Hall's ideas, his writing therefore more closely resembles the 'densely particular, concrete' world of Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy. 47 There, Hoggart gave what has become the classic account of the experience of the 'working-class boy who goes through the process of higher education' and who finds himself 'uprooted' and 'anxious'. 48 Hoggart was writing in 1957, and his memoir of 'uprooting', like that of the 'novel of class mobility and sexual discovery' written a little later by the likes of John Braine and Margaret Drabble, presents a fairly straightforward narrative of childhood through adolescence to adulthood, a one-directional process of 'progressively' leaving one life behind to assume another. 49 Although Phillips has chastised British fiction of the 1950s and 1960s for having missed 'the big story' of postwar immigration, he nevertheless recognises that his work has something in common with 'the literature of Northern working-class writers -John Braine, David Storey, Stan Barstow and Trevor Griffiths, Billy Liar, Room at the Top -all of which ended with some guy on a station platform getting a train south'. 50 That is, he 'realized' that he 'fitted into a long tradition of people who wanted to get out of there', and who believed that 'the only way forward England had to offer was education'. 51 As a writer, however, Phillips does not resemble Braine or Barstow. While his own experience may lie behind his continuing fascination with the 'upward mobility story', the variations his essays and novels offer on that story are many, both in terms of his characters, whose lives offer seemingly endless permutations of class, gender, race, and nation, and in the shapes their narratives take. 52 Those differences are also apparent in his biographical writing. Considering an earlier generation of Caribbean writing, for example, he records V. S. Naipaul's 'great drive to achievement' (ET, p. 1), recalls C. L. R. James giving him advice to go to the US, since 'a young man should always go where he can learn', and quotes from Claude McKay's 1929 novel Banjo: 'You're a lost crowd, you educated Negroes' (NWO, pp. 191, 171). 53 But he also discusses the career of E. R. Braithwaite, who brought 'the conservative, middle-class manners of the Caribbean intellectuals' to London's East End, where the locals remind him of 'the peasants in a book by Steinbeck' and where he is as disgusted by food smells as George Orwell was when he visited Wigan (CME, p. 141). 54 Even while it explores the ambivalence and guilty discomforts of the process, the classic memoir or novel of class mobility, like the classic immigrant memoir or novel of assimilation, leaves us in no doubt as to the inevitability of the end result: 'self-adjustment'. 55 It is this sense of inevitability that Phillips's fiction strives to challenge by insistently troubling our sense of the terms and shapes of a life story; chronological disruptions and multiple narratives remind us of the historical contingencies involved in getting 'from here to there'. 56 Few of Phillips's characters move in quite the direction predicted. In A View from the Empire at Sunset, for example, Gwen Williams, the perhaps mixed-race great-granddaughter of a Dominican plantation owner, is sent to England and a Cambridge private school that looks like 'a small brick castle' (VES, p. 78), but from then on nothing in her life conforms to the expected script; instead she pursues a 'downward career'. 57 And then there's Patrick Brunty, who features briefly in The Lost
Child. He too undertakes a 'pilgrimage' to Cambridge, where, as 'a shy and stammering commoner' at the university, he studies with 'anxious intensity'; then, when he fails 'to scour the Irish brogue from his tongue', Brunty -now Brontë -decides to 'migrate north to Yorkshire' (LC, p. 99). Phillips presents Brunty's story in counterpoint to two others: that of his daughter Emily's literary creation, Heathcliff, a mixed-race 'boy with blazing eyes' who makes a similarly uneasy journey into the middle class, and his own modern-day tale of the migrations of the eponymous Ben and his mother Monica (p. 110). 58 The novel begins when Monica, a working-class girl from Wakefield, leaves behind the 'perplexing' ways of her Oxford college dining hall and opts instead for the Overseas Student Association, whose 'members seemed better able to recognise her' (p. 78). 59 At first, interracial desire seems to offer an alternative route to class advancement: Monica's West Indian husband, Julius, becomes a lecturer but, when he shows more interest in the Anti-Colonial Club than in her or their two children, she returns to Yorkshire and downward mobility. At the end of the novel, after his mother's suicide, Ben decides to follow in her footsteps, and prove his teachers 'wrong', by applying to Oxford University (p. 182). What can we read into the fact that, when he attends his college interview, he studiously avoids the dining hall?
Again and again Phillips asks his readers to question the linear script of class advancement. Consider Foreigners: Three English Lives (2007), a work of 'creative biography' and a demonstration of 'the outside history that is inside the history of the English'. 60 The first life examined is that of Francis Barber, a Jamaican-born slave who became Samuel Johnson's servant. Johnson bought the child's freedom and, trying to replicate his own rise from 'undeniably modest circumstances', sent Barber to grammar school to learn Latin and Greek, urging him, in turn, to 'pass on the gift of knowledge'. 61 When Johnson died, he left the bulk of his estate to Barber, who set up a small village school. But the school was not a success ('the people', remarks the narrator euphemistically, 'wanted to receive instruction from a more visibly competent source'), the money didn't last, and, despite his 'many advantages', Barber died in a poorhouse (F, p. 44). If melancholy is the condition of those, like Barber, who fail to benefit from endowed 'certificates for social mobility', those who are denied access to such certificates are unambiguously tragic figures. 62 Foreigners concludes with the story of David Oluwale, who was born in Nigeria and died in Leeds in 1969. After twenty years in the city, some of them homeless, Oluwale drowned in the River Aire after being hounded and beaten by the city's racist police. For Phillips, the tragedy is, once again, one of class as well as race. Max Farrar notes that, in the mid-1950s, Oluwale coincided in Leeds with 'a group of West African university students', including Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o' but, he adds, 'Caryl Phillips told me that his friend Wole Soyinka told him' that the students 'did not drink with their working-class compatriots'. 63 Little is known about Oluwale's childhood, but Phillips imagines him working 'hard under the guidance of Christian missionaries', until his reading carried him 'beyond [them] and to a crossroads. You turned and said goodbye to your parents, and then set out on your journey' (F, p. 162). Oluwale is partly the model for the African refugee Gabriel in A Distant Shore, not least when Gabriel confesses that 'England had changed me, but was this not the very reason I had come to England? I desire change . . . to learn . . . to be educated' (DS, p. 275). And it is not accidental that he says this more than 200 pages after we learn that he has been murdered, his body found beaten and floating in the local canal. In other words, we encounter Gabriel's thoughts of himself 'in the future tense' only after he has become past tense (Foreigners, p. 175).
Foreigners is not unusual among Phillips's books in juxtaposing several life stories, each of which emerges from a distinct class, race, national, and historical position but all of which nevertheless resonate with each other. Rebecca Walkowitz discusses his 'novel-anthologies' as part of an 'emerging genre of world literature' which she calls 'comparison literature'. Walkowitz is mainly interested in Phillips's habit of transnational or 'global comparison': for example, in the way that A Distant Shore compares 'the condition of being a stranger in a village to the more expansive condition of being a stranger in a nation'. 64 But I'm not sure that there's anything very new in this move. Phillips is a classic humanist who 'passionately' believes 'in the moral capacity of fiction to wrench us out of our ideological burrows'; 'for a moment, "they" are "us"' (CME, p. 16). I've already suggested that Gabriel in A Distant Shore can be thought of as a kind of novelist; it's not surprising, then, that Dorothy has 'a feeling' that he 'understood me' (DS, p. 312). Dorothy may not be able to reciprocate, but Phillips himself, by placing their stories side by side, forges a kind of solidarity between them. And while Walkowitz is right to note the global scale on which Phillips makes these kind of links, it should remembered how often he considers their implications within the narrower confines of a village, a city, or a country. Foreigners brings together different 'English lives' because comparing them reveals the persistence, if also the 'constant transformation', of race, and 'foreignness', as the modalities in which 'class is lived' in a particular country. Between Barber and Oluwale, Phillips places the story of Randolph Turpin. The middle story in the book -appropriately enough, that of a middleweight boxer -is not, as Turpin's children insist, a 'tragedy' but rather a middling kind of 'fall from grace' (F, pp. 157, 144). Turpin's ambitions were very different from those of Barber and Oluwale. He was, says Phillips, 'a working-class kid who was neither proud of, nor ashamed of, his roots' (Turpin was the son of a white English mother and a black West Indian father), and who had no desire 'to secretly ascend through the ranks of the class system' (p. 160). For one day in 1951, after defeating Sugar Ray Robinson, he became 'the most famous man in England' (p. 88). After that, it was race-and-class business as usual.
In the Falling Snow
In the Falling Snow is also the story of three English lives. 65 Here, however, the issue at stake is generational -and hence historical -change. The novel centres on Keith Gordon, and his relationships with his West Indian father, Earl, and his mixed-race son, Laurie. Phillips has described the novel as conducting, through three generations of Gordon men, a debate between 'three different ideas of Britain trying to grapple with each other and occupy the same space'. 66 Those generational changes affect many things -from the workings of interracial relationships to claims for 'a unitary black culture' to changing ideas of education's role in class mobility; Keith, at 47, 'a respectable middle-class professional man' (IFS, p. 78), is in the middle of those changes, finding both his father and his son 'a mystery to him' (p. 183). 67 For one thing, Keith is both shocked by Laurie's school, where the kids 'learn by downloading information from Wikipedia', and disappointed by his son's lack of ambition (IFS, p. 160). Laurie is 'getting by, that's all', but the boy never doubts that, even with a pregnant girlfriend, he'll get to university (p. 159). He can't understand why his father says that he needs not only to work hard but 'harder than your mates . . . you've to remember that nobody is ever going to give you anything' (p. 165). Phillips, if not always Keith, recognises this shift in attitude as a generational one. As he wrote elsewhere, 'we, the second generation, had to change British society with our intransigence, or what the police force called our "attitude"', but 'the drive of an immigrant is different from the drive of a settled citizen' (NWO, p. 259). The drive of the working class is also different from that of the comfortable middle class. For a great deal has already been given to Laurie. He doesn't need the 'history lecture' that Keith offers as 'a veiled attempt to persuade Laurie that this is his city'; London is a place that 'he already possesses' (IFS, p. 163). 68 appears once more in the novel. While walking through London one night, Keith looks through the windows of an office building to see a security guard in a 'blue blazer that appears to be bursting at the seams', reading the sports section of a tabloid. 'So far he has turned only one page', Keith observes; 'Clearly the rest of the newspaper holds no interest for him' (p. 99). Keith is fascinated by the fact that, like Brenda, this man seems to 'have settled contentedly into his life' and that he 'probably has no ambition beyond his weekly wage packet and his food being on the table when he gets home early in the morning. But who is he to feel superior? [he asks himself] He envies the man who has organised his life so that he has no desire to elevate himself. The overweight guard is a Buddha of tranquillity . . .' (p. 100). This is a fleeting moment but an important one. First of all, it once more demonstrates the enduring 'anxieties' of the scholarship boy: 'he would be happier if he cared less', Hoggart writes, 'if he could blow the gaff for himself on the world's success values'; yet of course his uprooting means that he is unable to care less, unable to give up his 'push for meaning outside the day-to-day', unable to sit still and enjoy the flowers or the sports pages. 71 And the scene also has a more particular resonance which becomes apparent when we consider that Keith sees the 'windows of the office building' as 'illuminated like square portholes on the side of a ship' (IFS, p. 99). This simile is no mere picturesque -Conradian? -fancy, however, but a subconscious thread that directly links the security guard to Keith's father, Earl -a former janitor who also reads a tabloid, but who is far from tranquil. Phillips is always attentive to the order in which his readers acquire knowledge about his characters' lives, and so it is not until Earl tells his story to Keith in the last section of the novel that we learn he had also been driven by a 'desire to elevate himself', that his dreams had been 'locked up in [a] law book and [a] dictionary that [he] used to carry everywhere' (p. 274). Earl's story, then (like that of David Oluwale, and Gabriel in A Distant Shore), is one of mobility but not class mobility. He swapped a life in a 'two-room house' in the West Indies for an England of rented rooms and back-tobacks, and he eventually dies, after a lifetime spent sweeping, cleaning, and emptying bins, with nothing more than the prospect of a sheltered 'flatlet' (pp. 282, 269). Earl's stark question -'I travel all this way for what?' -is one that Keith, and the book, struggle to answer (p. 293). In a memoir about his childhood in Leeds, Phillips wrote, 'this was my world and I was not unhappy with it. After all, I knew nothing else' (CME, p. 118). 72 The structure of In the Falling Snow has something in common with Junot Díaz's Drown (1996), whose rejection of chronology, Bruce Robbins argues, is 'a way of
